Using Portfolios t o Empower Student

Writers Winfield Cooper and B. J. Brown
For the past three years, we have been experimenting with student-writing portfolios, B. J. with her junior-high and Win with his high-school students. What is becoming especially interesting to us is the power of portfolios as teaching tools. Our research has shown us that, for students in an English language-arts classroom, the very act of compiling a portfolio can be a powerful process for many reasons, not least of which is that it helps students see themselves as writers, particularly when it involves many opportunities for self-evaluation and reflection.
The criteria involved in selecting work to include in a portfolio are both internal and external (Linda Rief 1990, "Finding the Value in Evaluation: Self-Assessment in a Middle School Classroom," Educational Leadership 47.6 [Mar.]: 24-29). We set the external criteria by describing the kinds of writings which students must include; students choose the specific pieces they will include. The items our students include are quite similar because the external criteria were developed collaboratively by teachers at each grade level (7-12) to reflect the goals of the curriculum-which had also been created collaboratively. Teachers in our district designed a portfolio format that emphasizes a process approach to writing in an integrated language-arts program. At the same time we take into account, on one hand, the implications of a state-wide writing assessment which encourages students to become proficient in a variety of types of writing, and, on the other hand, the need for individual teachers to make decisions about how best to implement those goals in their own classrooms.
Our research is based on our work with the table of contents which has evolved in our district.
(See Figure 1. ) Each item in the portfolio has important implications for our teaching. We have found that selecting and preparing the various items provides students with many opportunities to reflect on their abilities as writers.
Introduction
In the introduction students speak to the audience, the readers of their portfolios, by introducing themselves, describing their characteristic writing process, and summarizing the contents of their portfolios. The introduction comes first in the portfolio but is written after students have assembled the body of their portfolios. Diana, a twelfth grader, concludes her introduction by writing, I am proud of the contents of this portfolio. It represents my hardest and best work, and I believe the three papers which get progressively more polished clearly track my progress as a writer. 
Sample of Timed Writing
The way the portfolio is set up, students are asked to include at least one example of a timed first-draft writing. While a process approach is at the similar prompt requiring them to read and anacore of the district writing program, teachers also lyze a short prose passage in the context of a difacknowledge that academic situations frequently ferent instructional plan. As part of compiling require students to formulate, organize, and write their final portfolios, students re-read both papers their thoughts in limited time periods. Asking stu-and the scoring guide; they wrote comments about dents to include one sample of such writing is a the differences they noted in their writing, specway of ensuring that the portfolio reflects that as-ulating on what accounted for them and reflecting pect of school writing, on the classroom experiences which had influWhen teachers first decided to include timed enced the growth. The papers, as well as the selfwritings in the portfolio, we asked students to in-evaluation and reflection, were included in the clude two examples of the end-of-the-year portfolio. same type of writing, both Advanced-placement stucompleted in a forty-fivePortfolio our district, teachers have timed-writing experience as integrated these CAP writan integral part of an instructional unit, thus ing types into our core literature units. It is from achieving one of the goals of authentic assessment, these writing types that we ask students to select that assessment be virtually indistinguishable three essays, one of which should be a packet infrom instruction, cluding evidence of a complete process: prewritFor example, Win incorporated a piece of inter-ing, planning, writing, revising, editing, and repretive writing on John Cheever's short story "Re-writing. In most cases, students have several essays union" into a unit on rites of passage. After they from which to choose their best three. They inhad read the story, students wrote their responses clude their entire writing packet, for one essay of within a time limit. Their essays went into their their choice, to show evidence of the writing proportfolios for future reference. In order to make his selections, James had to reflect and evaluate the body of his work.
By showing examples of the whole process, the notion that it is the entire process which contributes to a satisfying finished product is reinforced. Since students include three essays in this section, they are able to show examples of writing for different purposes. These writing samples reflect the curriculum, the teacher's application of it, and the students' choices, making the portfolio inextricably tied to what goes on in the classroom.
Writing to Learn
One of the most valuable lessons that students can learn is that writing is a powerful tool for learning-that writing, far from simply being the product of thinking, can actually shape thinking, a phenomenon that James Britton calls "shaping at the point of utterance" (1982, "Shaping at the Point of Utterance," Prospect and Retrospect: Selected Essays of James Britton, Ed. Gordon M. Pradl, Upper Montclair, NJ: Boynton, 143). Through exercises such as double-entry literary journals, classroom quickwrites, conscious imitation of an author's style, and other activities common to a studentcentered, integrated language-arts classroom, students come to find out what they know through the act of writing.
Recognizing the importance of this aspect of writing has certain implications for teaching; teachers can reinforce the value of such writing in several ways: by designing such opportunities so that they build on one another, by providing students with the opportunity to clarify their thinking before discussing a text, by asking students to synthesize in writing their thoughts after discussion, and especially by encouraging students to go back to their "writing to learn" as they draft more formal papers based on ideas developed during their own discovery processes.
We have found the process of sharing their choices with other students provides a valuable lesson. The reasons students give are varied:
because I wrote about a really personal connection I noticed between Stephen's experience and my own because by the time I finished writing the different questions that the poem made me ask, I had already started to answer my own questions I wrote some questions which I took to my collaborative group and they were the beginning of a really good discussion this quickwrite was actually the inspiration for the final paper I wrote about the book Seeing the uses others have made of such writing opportunities often is instructive to students, and it reinforces the importance of such writing more powerfully than our repeated assurances that such activities are good for them.
Creative Writing
We recognize that all writing that is not simple copying is creative, and we want our students to recognize that, too. The term springs from an unfortunate assumption that most academic writing is done according to some rigid formula or must somehow conform to strict guidelines which somehow constrain the writer. According to this thinking, all other writing in which the writer is not constrained is more spontaneous, more creative, more fun.
When we and our colleagues designed the first table of contents and looked at the kind of writing assignments we offered students, we recognized that some of our students' best work did not necessarily fit the other categories in the portfolio. We agreed that by requiring students to choose at least one creative-writing piece for the portfolio, we were implicitly providing more opportunities for students to do such writing.
Often The vague requirement that the last two items in Andrea, an eleventh grader, near the end of the portfolio be "two pieces selected by student her first year in this country, wrote, and/or teacher" is perhaps the most obvious exam-I chose the paper I wrote about Glass Menagerie be-pie of how an agreed-upon set of portfolio concause it was the first paper I am able to say in English tents can be flexible enough to allow for diversity. exactly what I want to say. Even though it took me a Among the possibilities for these pieces are crelot of hard work to do it these are the ideas that I had ative writing, special projects, a collaborative in my head and I can say them. Before was frustrating because even with dictionary I knew I could not piece, evidence of reflection on collaboration, explain myself. When I finish this paper I know I evaluations of oral presentations, evidence of lishave made a big step to learn English. tening activities, an annotated reading list, or writ-ing for other content areas. A teacher may define the criteria for choosing one or both of these items in order to ensure that the portfolios reflect an important aspect of the curriculum, or the choice of one or more items may be left up to the student so that the portfolio includes what the student believes to be most important. Since collaboration in both the writing process and in the process of making meaning from a piece of literature is central to the way he teaches English, Win wanted his students' portfolios to reflect the importance of collaboration, so he required them to include in their portfolios an item labeled "evidence of collaboration." During the course of the year, students were frequently asked to reflect on the collaborative process in various ways. For each major paper they wrote a metacognitive piece about their process, including an analysis of how collaborating had influenced the changes in their writing at various stages. Sometimes, to encourage collaboration, they were asked to list all the sources from which they had gotten help. Occasionally, after engaging in small-group discussion of literature, students would write notes to each other, commenting on what the others in the group had contributed to the discussion. They wrote self-analyses as well. At the end of the first semester and again at the end of the year, students looked over all this evidence, reflected on it, and attempted to synthesize what they had learned about themselves as collaborators and about the collaborative process.
A few examples of insights from their portfolio entries about collaboration serve to illustrate what happens when students are invited to engage in such reflection. Some students observed that collaboration had particularly influenced their understanding of literature. This booklet provides a detailed look at the "background, methods, and results of a project that is, so far, unique in the nation" (2). That project is a statewide portfolio-assessment program that was conducted during the 1990--91 school year in forty-six schools. With sections on the why of portfolio assessment and an appendix that provides the general questionnaire, the directions, and the prewriting and editing suggestions given to students, "This isMy Best"' is full of valuable information.
More on Portfolio Assessment
Portfolio Assessment Newsletter. Northwest Evaluation Association, 5 Centerpointe Drive, Suite 100, Lake Oswego, Oregon, 97035. $25.00 annually (3 issues). The goal of this newsletter is to provide an information network for educators that are interested in portfolios and portfolio assessment. Published three times each year, the newsletter contains articles, conference announcements, and descriptive information about portfolio programs. Assembling their portfolios at the end of the semester or year is a way for students to celebrate their accomplishment. Students agonize over which pieces to select and ask their classmates for advice. As Herter points out, "authority as writers, editors, and audience is validated by their experience with one another's texts" (91). The time students spend organizing portfolios is valuable time to reflect and evaluate. When we allow time for students to assemble their portfolios, they often revise their work and share it informally before it "goes public" in the finished portfolio. Students can present their portfolios to the class or a small group. B. J. asks students to show their parents the portfolio before presenting it to her. She includes a letter to parents which summarizes what the portfolio represents, and she encourages them to give positive, specific responses to their children. Sending portfolios home strengthens an important link among teacher and student and parents.
Once students submit their portfolios, we read the introductions and rationales carefully and page through the rest, which we've seen before as assignments, stopping to read whatever strikes us. We add a final positive comment, then return the portfolios to the students. We continue to experiment with how to incorporate the portfolio into end-of-term grades. Once we have returned portfolios to students, they are theirs to keep. And why not? They are the creators, the writers.
Portfolios can be a valuable source for summative evaluation by teacher and student; at the end of the year they can provide an accurate measure of what students have accomplished. By the same token, portfolios have potential for formative assessment. When students make tentative selections for portfolios and especially when they compile interim portfolios, evaluate them, and reflect on what they notice, they can reinforce their own learning processes and set goals for future We have come to believe that, when students become more conscious of the many decisions they make in order to improve their writing, when they begin to be aware of the processes they must engage in to produce effective writing, and when they finally look over a body of their work,judging it against a set of criteria they have developed and internalized, they are engaged in the kind of thinking characteristic of writers. 
